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Executive Summary 
 

The City of Petersburg, Virginia has long suffered with issues of limited access to food 

and food insecurity.  Food deserts, or areas underserved by retail food options, are prevalent 

throughout the City.  As a result, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation has ranked the city last 

of Virginia’s 133 counties in their annual health rankings.  

For the Fall 2019 semester, students from Virginia Commonwealth University’s L. 

Douglas Wilder School of Government and Public Affairs, through Dr. John Accordino’s Urban 

Commercial Revitalization course focused on planning solutions to address food deserts in 

commercial areas, with the City of Petersburg being one of our clients. In September, our group 

- led by Dr. Accordino, visited Petersburg to meet with our client, Reginald Tabor, the City’s 

Director of Economic Development.  We joined Mr. Tabor on a tour of Petersburg in order to 

gain a visual perspective of the challenges faced by residents and government officials to solve 

the City’s food access problem.  After further research, our class completed the following tasks 

to assess the potential for commercial revitalization: 

 

● Collected and analyzed economic and demographic data, including population, race, 
median household income/age, unemployment rates, and vehicular access;  

● Identified the city’s Enterprise and Opportunity Zones; 
● Located current food retailers in the city; 
● Created and distributed a survey to gather community input;  
● Identified 3 potential trade areas in the city; and 
● Researched 13 potential food access solutions and created a comprehensive report 

describing those options  
 

The semester’s work produced the following five recommendations, discussed in greater 

detail in this report: 

● Introduction of mobile markets/grocery stores; 
● Expanded grocery delivery and pick-up services; 
● Enhancement and expansion of the products and services of existing retailers;  
● Development of partnerships with existing organizations whose missions are similarly 

focused on addressing the challenge of improving food access; and 
● Exploration of opportunities offered by Enterprise and Opportunity Zones 

 

Despite its challenges, there is tremendous potential for the City of Petersburg, Virginia 

to accomplish its goal of improving food accessibility.  With the committed engagement of City 

agencies and private-sector partners, we are confident that this vision can be realized. 
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Introduction 
 

Commercial revitalization is one of the most important aspects of urban and regional 

planning. A viable commercial district is the bedrock of a healthy community, and enhancing the 

vitality of urban and rural commercial districts is a crucial part of community development. 

However, changes in the retail sector, especially the rise of Internet retail, necessitate a fresh 

approach to commercial district planning.   

One aspect of commercial district vitality that has seen a resurgence of interest in recent 

years is food, specifically access to healthy retail food options. Not only do food outlets such as 

supermarkets, grocery stores, convenience stores, and farmers markets serve vital human 

needs, they also serve as the economic anchor and an informal social gathering place of a 

commercial district. Over the past century, however, an increase in the concentration of the 

retail food industry (and increasing economies of scale), along with demographic shifts and 

other changes, have created “food deserts” – areas that are underserved by retail food options.   

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service (USDA) (2019) 

suggests measurements of access to healthy food include the following indicators: 1) 

accessibility to sources of healthy food, as measured by distance to a store or by the number of 

stores in an area; 2) individual-level resources affecting accessibility, such as family income or 

vehicle availability, and 3) neighborhood-level indicators of resources, such as the average 

income of the neighborhood and the availability of public transportation.  

According to EcoDistricts (2016), a food desert is a community with more than 20 

percent of residents living below the poverty threshold and at least 33 percent of the population 

living more than a mile from a supermarket. A more complex USDA measure accounts for the 

fact that community members with higher incomes can reside in a food desert, as well. This 

measure defines a census tract as low access if 1) at least 100 households reside more than 

one-half mile from the nearest supermarket and have no access to a vehicle; or 2) if at least 500 

people or 33 percent of the population live more than 20 miles from the nearest supermarket, 

regardless of vehicle access (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2019).  

The City of Petersburg, Virginia, is a community that struggles with issues of low access 

to food and food insecurity. The problem of food deserts within the city has been prominent for 

many years; in fact, the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation ranked the city last of Virginia’s 133 

counties in their annual health rankings. Petersburg’s history provides some clues regarding the 

origin of its food access problems, and its rich culture and pattern of economic prosperity offers 

it the potential to reclaim its legacy as a great southern city. 
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Established in 1748 on the heels of a rapidly expanding tobacco industry, Petersburg 

became a hub for trade and commercial activity. Located at the fall of the Appomattox River, its 

proximity to a water route allowed the city to serve as a critical state logistics center for nearly a 

century; in addition to tobacco, the economy flourished in areas such as railroads and 

manufacturing. Cultural advancements were equally significant—following the Revolutionary 

War, Petersburg was home to one of America’s oldest free African-American settlements, 

located on Pocahontas Island. 

However, the after-effects of the Civil War took a toll on every aspect of the city. Prior to 

the Confederate surrender that ended the war, Petersburg was largely abandoned, and after the 

war, Richmond became the logistical and shipping center of Virginia. Although the 

establishment of several retail industries brought another period of prosperity, Petersburg’s 

economy weakened at the start of the 20th century and the population declined, primarily due to 

the departure of upper- and middle-income residents, leaving behind a large population of low-

income citizens. These economic and demographic realities contribute to the problem of 

affordable access to food. 

As part of its efforts to address the food access problem, the City’s Department of 

Economic Development, led by Reginald Tabor, partnered with a team of students from Virginia 

Commonwealth University’s L. Douglas Wilder School of Government and Public Affairs during 

the fall 2019 semester. These students, part of Dr. John Accordino’s Urban Commercial 

Revitalization course, worked with Mr. Tabor and others to become acquainted with the city’s 

issues, learn about its economy and demographics, explore existing efforts to address the food 

access problem, and discover the needs and desires of Petersburg residents for grocery 

shopping opportunities.  

A primary goal of the project was to analyze the existing consumer market for food 

products in Petersburg to discover unmet needs and future opportunities and to provide City 

officials with action alternatives as a basis for planning. The two components of this market 

analysis are the “demand-side,” or the needs, preferences, and shopping behavior of residents, 

and the “supply-side,” or the universe of existing retail and other food suppliers. Our report is 

structured as follows: 1) “Demand-Side Analysis,” including Petersburg’s demographics and 

economics, characteristics for three trade areas, and survey data from Petersburg’s residents; 

2) “Supply-Side Analysis,” including maps of Petersburg’s existing food retailers, and a 

comprehensive report on 13 retail and other food supply options; 3) a brief description of 

existing efforts to address food access in Petersburg; 4) recommendations; 5) summary and 

conclusion; 6) references; and 7) appendices.   
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The research began with a tour of Petersburg to gain a visual and geospatial perspective 

of the challenges faced by residents in different neighborhoods, and those of government 

officials and private-sector organizations, to address the city’s food access problems. The class 

also completed the following tasks to assess the potential for commercial revitalization within 

the context of food access: 

● Collected and analyzed economic and demographic data, including population, race, 
median household income/age, unemployment rates, and vehicular access;  

● Identified the city’s Enterprise and Opportunity Zones; 
● Located current food retailers in the city; 
● Created and distributed a survey to gather community input;  
● Identified 3 potential trade areas in the city; and 
● Researched 13 potential food access solutions and created a comprehensive report 

describing those options  
 

The semester’s work produced the following five recommendations, discussed in greater 

detail in this report: 

● Introduction of mobile markets/grocery stores; 
● Expanded grocery delivery and pick-up services; 
● Enhancement and expansion of the products and services of existing retailers;  
● Development of partnerships with existing organizations whose missions are similarly 

focused on addressing the challenge of improving food access; and 
● Exploration of opportunities offered by Enterprise and Opportunity Zones  

 

The City of Petersburg’s Department of Economic Development, by engaging and 

partnering with the private sector and others, has great potential to help close the food 

accessibility gap and improve the quality of life for all residents. Our recommendations can help 

guide the city and its agencies, and the merchants, residents, and other stakeholders toward 

realizing the vision of a revitalized, prosperous, and inclusive Petersburg, Virginia. 
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Demand-Side Analysis 

Petersburg Demographics and Economics 

Population 

Petersburg has a total population of 32,037 (2017), a decrease of 289 since 2013. While 

decreasing in total population, many of its block groups have seen significant population 

increases. Block groups in the northwest along the Appomattox River have seen their 

population grow by over 40 percent since 2014. Block groups in the southwest are seeing 

population growth between four percent and 40 percent. Figure 1 provides the population of 

each block group in Petersburg. Shading denotes the percentage range by which it changed 

between 2013 and 2017 (American Factfinder, 2017c).  

 

 
Figure 1 - American Factfinder. Population and Percent Change for Petersburg Va. by Block Group, US Census Bureau. 2013 
through 2017. 
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Race 

African Americans comprise 76 percent of Petersburg’s population. White is the next 

largest race with 17 percent, followed by Multi-race/Other at six percent. As Figure 2 indicates 

the African American population is concentrated primarily in the northeast and north-central 

parts of the city, where as Whites are concentrated in the north along the river and in the south. 

Figure 2 provides the percentage of African Americans of each block group in Petersburg for 

2017 (American Factfinder, 2017d).  

 

 
Figure 2 - American Factfinder. Percentage of African American for Petersburg, Va. By Block Group, US Census Bureau. 2017 

 
 

Median Household Income 

Petersburg has a median household income of $33,939 (2017), a decrease of $485 

since 2013. Block groups in the northwest and southwest have median household incomes of 

over $50,000 and are the highest in Petersburg. A number of the north central and northeast 


